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AGENTS  OF  THE   POSSIBLE 

"Soon  a^tzsiwaJidA  J&A116  iA)nnt  tknougk  oJjti^  and 
\jaJULclqqj>  ,  psizacking  and  bthlnghng  the,  good  n<2M)A 
ol  thu  kingdom  ofi  God.   And  the,  tuinZve.  \ks<lk.<i  ia)aMi 
kim,   and  al6o  i>omz  uiomnn  wko  had  bd&n  ntal&d 
ol  <L\)iZ  ApAJvitA  and  lnkiAmi£lz£>."         Lake.  8:1,2 


What  have  we  here?      At   first   glance,    it  would 
appear,    not  much.      Some   innocuous    connecting   statements 
linking   the   story  of    the   anointing   of  Jesus'    feet   and 
the  parable   of   the   soils.      Filler  material  we  might 
call   it.      Surely  nothing   substantive   or  profound.    Small 
wonder   the   commentators  make   short  work   of   it. 

But   if   one    looks   a   second  time,    what   then?      I   did 
that   just   this  week,    and  found  myself  being   turned  on. 
Far   from  being    tame   or  expendable,    these  verses    give 
one   a  vivid   impression   of   Jesus   and  his    followers 
moving    from  place   to  place, planting  dreams,    raising 
hopes,    opening   doors,    presenting   alternatives,    pointing 
out    fresh  options. 

A  name   suggests    itself   for   Jesus   and  this    travel- 
ing entourage:      "Agents   of    the   Possible." 


Look  at   the   operation  more   closely.      Jesus  was   on 
the  move.      He   always  was.      Love   initiates.      It   leads 
out.      It   seeks    and  solicits.      It  makes    the    first  move. 
Love   is   self-starting,    self-motivating  and  self-pro- 
pelling. 

But   Jesus   did  not  move   alone.      He   always  brought 
his   samples  with  him  —    those  human   trophies   of   grace. 
Here  was    Show  and  Tell   at    its   original  best.    "Preaching 
and  bringing   the    good  news"  —    that  was    the   telling. 
"And  there  were  with  Him  also    the   twelve   and   some  women 
who  had  been  healed  of  evil  spirits    and   infirmities"   — 
that  was    the   showing  part. 


We  should  stop  here  long  enough  to  remark  that 
women  played  a  larger  role  in  Jesus'  ministry  than  is 
commonly  assumed.   The  twelve  disciples  were  men,  true 
enough.   But  Jesus  was  warmly  supported  and  encouraged 
by  women.   Saint  Luke  more  than  any  other  gospel  writer 
goes  to  considerable  lengths  to  point  this  out.   In 
fact,  if  one  will  look  at  Luke/Acts,  considered  by 
scholars  to  have  come  from  the  same  author,  one  will 
find  plentiful  references  to  women  who  played  a  crit- 
ical role  in  the  work  of  getting  the  gospel  launched. 

In  the  passage  under  review  today,  several  women 
are  named.   Mary  of  Magdala.   Magdala  was  a  place  and 
this  person  was  known  as  Mary  Magdalene.   There  is  no 
good  reason  to  identify  her  with  the  fallen  women  of 
Luke  7:37-50.   The  demons  that  had  been  cast  out  of 
her  were  likely  demons  of  illness.   This  would  indi- 
cate that  Mary  of  Magdala  was  a  woman  who  had  been  re- 
claimed by  Jesus  out  of  a  particularly  severe  mental 
disorder.   She  was  a  living  demonstration  of  the  real- 
ity of  grace. 

And  then  there  was  Joana,  the  wife  of  a  high  gov- 
ernment official.   This  woman  of  influence  and  afflu- 
ence put  her  purse  and  witness  behind  the  cause. 

There  was  also  Susanna  —  named  just  this  once  in 
Scripture,  of  whom  we  know  nothing  else. 

Male  or  female   those  who  traveled  with  Jesus  as 
he  went  from  town  to  town  and  city  to  city  had  one 
thing  in  common  —  they  had  all  been  radically   altered 
for  the  better  since  Christ  had  come  their  way. 

The  effect  that  this  little  troupe  would  have  on 
those  who  had  eyes  to  see  and  ears  to  hear  is  not  hard 
to  imagine.   Vast  new  worlds  would  open  up.   Soaring 
resolves  would  come  to  birth.   Tired  hatreds  would 
give  way  to  love.   Life  would  be  sacramentalized  hence- 
forth, the  simplest  things  speaking  of  the  kingdom; 
a  lump  of  leaven,  a  grain  of  salt,  a  mustard  seed,  a 
lamp  stand, an  unfinished  building,  lilies  in  the  field 
and  the  very  ground  itself. 

-  2  - 


"Soon  afterwards  Jesus  went  through  villages  and 
cities  preaching  and  bringing  the  good  news  of  the 
kingdom  of  God.   And  the  twelve  were  with  him.  and  also 
some  women  who  had  been  healed  of  evil  spirits  and 
infirmities."  Agents  of  the  Possible. 


Christian  people  are  in  urgent  need  of  a  fresh 
metaphor  by  which  to  see  their  function  in  the  world. 
The  old  metaphors,  in  my  judgment,  simply  will  not  do. 

Missionaries?   The  term  is  too  presumptive.   No 
one  really  wants  to  be  the  object  of  another's  mission- 
ary effort. 

Servant  people?   Biblical  enough,  but  servants 
suggest  the  kind  of  world  we're  trying  to  get  away 
from.   The  term  speaks  of  servility  and  can  hardly 
be  expected  to  excite  a  dominantly  middle  class  so- 
ciety. 

Personal  workers?   That  term  has  been  permanently 
damaged  by  well-meaning  but  bungling  Bible-quoting 
Gnostics. 

Ambassadors?   The  word  smacks  of  state  dinners, 
stuffy  protocol  and  political  pay-offs. 

Evangelists?   A  good  term  once  but  now  too  much 
associated  with  mass  manipulation  and  adolescent 
theology. 

Witnesses?   Far  too  closely  tied  in  peoples'  minds 
to  the  milieu  of  Perry  Mason  and  Judge  Sirica. 

Christian  Soldiers?   The  military  metaphor  hardly 
does  it  in  a  world  sick  of  fighting. 

Disciples?   Better.   But  though  it  defines  us  well, 
it  fails  to  describe  our  relationship  to  the  world. 

Revolutionaries?   You  have  to  be  kidding.   Even  in 
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our  wildest  moments  few  of  us  have  the  vision  or  the 
guts  to  want  things  all  that  different.   The  system 
has  its  hooks  in  all  of  us. 

All  of  these  fall  short.   Why  not  "Agents  of  the 
Possible?"  The  term  is  modest  enough  not  to  be  offen- 
sive, different  enough  to  waken  interest,  true  enough 
to  the  Gospel  to  keep  us  continuous  with  the  early 
church. 

"Jesus  went  through  cities  and  villages  bringing 
and  preaching  the  good  news.   There  were  with  Him  the 
twelve  and  also  some  women  who  had  been  healed  of  evil 
spirits  and  infirmities." 


Agents  of  the  Possible.   That's  what  we  really  are 
by  whatever  name.   Agents  because  the  power  is  not  of_ 
us  but  through  us.   We  simply  herald  it.  Or  broker  it. 
Or  point  to  it. 

John  A.  T.  Robinson  has  a  very  powerful  understand- 
ing of  the  role  of  the  church  in  the  world  that  comports 
well  with  the  metaphor  that  I  am  urging  upon  us  today. 
He  says,  "What  Christ  the  representative  does  is  to 
hold  God's  place  open,  to  enable  men  to  believe  and 
hope  in  the  unrealized  transcendant  possibilities .  "-1- 
What  a  staggering  reading  of  Jesus'  role!   To  hold 
God's  place  open  in  the  world!! 

He  then  goes  on  to  speak  of  the  church.   "The 
church  exists  to  hold  the  world  open  for  God  —  like 
Christ  on  the  cross."   Ponder  that  mandate:   To  keep 
open  the  possibility  of  faith  in  a  world  that  is  large- 
ly unbelieving. 

To  say  the  same  thing  in  a  somewhat  different  way, 
we  are  under  divine  command  to  keep  the  faith  option 
open  and  alive  for  people.   When  men  and  women  make 
decisions  it  is  important  that  all  of  the  alternatives 
be  spelled  out.   Despair  is  what  comes  over  a  person 
when  there  are  no  alternatives  that  are  possible. 
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Hence  we  are  here,  for  all  of  our  fraility  and 
weakness,  to  keep  open  this  other  option,  this  im- 
possible possibility. 

Wayne  Oates   speaking  to  this  truth  from  the  point 
of  view  of  a  pastoral  psychologist  says:   "The  task 
of  the  effective  counsellor  in  bringing  hope  to  a  dis- 
couraged person  is  to  have  the  imagination  to  discover 
additional  alternatives  that  are  realistically  avail- 
able to  a  person."  He  adds,  "The  phenomenon  of  hoping 
is  closely  geared  to  the  multiplicity  or  paucity  of 
options  available  to  a  person."^ 

To  hold  the  world  open  for  God.   To  speak  to  a 
possibility  that  is  always  under  threat.   To  show  "a 
more  excellent  way."  This  is  our  calling. 

And  what  we  point  to  is  what  empowers  us,  just  as 
a  gasoline  truck  (a  happy  thought)  is  powered  by  the 
very  fuel  it  carries.   Agents  of  the  possible. 

The  world  is  sorely  in  need  of  such  agents .  Badly 
in  need.   Let's  put  the  question  this  way:   What  could 
we  possibly  say  that  would  fall  on  the  ears  of  a  weary 
world  as  good  news  in  our  time?   Just  this,  more  is 
possible  than  you  think!   Dream  the  unthinkable. 

We  are  suffering  in  our  society  from  locked  up 
potential  that  somehow  cannot  find  release.   More  or 
less,  we  are  all  underliving  our  prospects  and  capa- 
cities,  Peter  Berger  claims  that  we  tend  to  live  in 
"bad  faith."  Listen  to  how  he  defines  bad  faith: 
"To  put  it  very  simply,  'bad  faith'  is  to  pretend  some- 
thing is  necessary,  that  in  fact  is  voluntary.   'Bad 
faith'  is  thus  a  flight  from  freedom,  a  dishonest 
evasion  of  the  'agony  of  choice.'   Men  are  responsible 
for  their  actions.   They  are  in  'bad  faith'  when  they 
attribute  to  iron  necessity  what  they  themselves  are 
doing."4 

This  is  a  profound  insight.  Translated  into  our 
terms  it  means  simply  that  we  are  not  attempting  very 
much  because  of  a  belief  that  we  can  do  no  other  or  be 
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no  other  than  we  are.   The  devil  makes  me  do  it!   The 
stars  make  me  do  it!   My  parents  make  me  do  it!   So- 
ciety makes  me  do  it!   Poverty  makes  me  do  it! 
Watergate  makes  me  do  it!   All  of  this  is  "bad  faith" 
because  we  are  assuming  iron  necessity  where  alter- 
nate options  exist. 

When  Jesus  visited  the  towns  and  cities  of  Galilee 
and  Judea,  he  opened  up  new  possibilities.   Some  didn't 
want  this.   Alternatives  can  be  troubling.   Far  easier 
to  live  in  "bad  faith."  No  one  expects  very  much  of 
you  that  way.   Thus,  to  some,  Jesus  was  a  troubler  of 
Israel.   He  came  to  declare  the  impossible  possibility. 

Awhile  ago  I  stumbled  on  a  short  novel  of  Herman 
Melville  that  I  wish  I  had  known  years  ago.   The  title 
is  Bartleby  the  Scrivener.   To  tell  you  the  truth,  I 
wasn't  sure  what  a  scrivener  was.    I  haven't  heard 
that  term  very  often.   It  means  a  scribe  or  clerk. 
Bartleby  was  a  scrivener  in  a  law  firm  on  Wall  Street. 
Melville  describes  this  intriguing  character  as  "pallid- 
ly neat,  pitiably  respectable  and  incurably  forlorn." 
In  the  story  he  has  no  feelings  about  anything.   Quite 
literally  he  sits  at  a  desk  surrounded  by  a  screen, 
looking  out  a  window  that  faces  on  a  stone  wall.  There 
is  no  movement  about  him.   He's  just  there  —  listless, 
unrealized  and  empty. 

Toward  the  end  of  the  story  Melville  reminisces 
about  Bartleby:   "I  came  to  understand  him  when  I 
discovered  that  he  had  been  a  subordinate  clerk  in 
the  'Dead  Letter'  office  in  Washington."  The  author 
lets  his  imagination  play  on  what  it  must  be  like  to 
be  part  of  the  "Dead  Letter"  office.   "Dead  letters! 
does  it  not  sound  like  dead  men?   By  the  cartload 
they  are  annually  burned.   Sometimes  from  out  the 
folded  paper  the  pale  clerk  takes  a  ring:  —  the 
finger  it  was  meant  for,  perhaps,  moulders  in  the 
grave;  a  bank-note  sent  in  swiftest  charity;  —  he 
whom  it  would  relieve,  nor  eats  nor  hungers  any  more; 
pardon  for  those  who  died  despairing;  hope  for  those 
who  died  unhoping;  good  tidings  for  those  who  died 
stifled  by  unrelieved  calamities.   On  errands  of  life, 
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these  letters  speed  to  death.  Ah  Bartleby!  Ah  hu- 
manity! "5  If  only  "dead  letter"  people  might  come 
alive  and  deliver  their  potential!! 

I  talked  to  my  good  friend  Dr.  William  Jones  of 
the  Bethany  Baptist  Church  in  Brooklyn  the  other  day. 
He  told  me  that  only  recently  he  baptized  a  man  in  his 
87th  year.  "I  thought  to  myself  as  I  baptized  him," 
said  Dr.  Jones,  "what  other  organization  could  an  87 
year  old  man  join?"  With  Jesus  it  is  never  too  late 
to  start. 

What  we  are  talking  about  doesn't  happen  just  by 
a  word  from  a  pulpit.   Dead  letter  people  who  are 
underliving  their  potential  need  to  be  loved  into 
their  possibilities.  This  is  what  the  Catholic  writer, 
Louis  Evely,  is  getting  us  to  see  when  he  comments 
so  wisely;  "Since  people  don't  have  the  courage  to 
mature  unless  someone  has  faith  in  them,  we  have  to 
reach  those  we  meet  at  the  level  where  they  stopped 
developing,  where  they  were  given  up  as  hopeless  and 
so  withdrew  into  themselves  and  began  to  secrete  a 
protective  shell  because  they  thought  they  were  alone 
and  no  one  cared.   They  have  to  feel  they're  loved 
very  deeply  and  very  boldly  before  they  dare  appear 
humble  and  kind,  affectionate,  sincere  and  vulner- 
able."6 


"Soon  afterwards  Jesus  went  through  cities  and 
villages,  preaching  and  bringing  the  good  news  of 
the  kingdom  of  God.   And  the  twelve  were  with  him 
and  also  some  women  who  had  been  healed  of  evil 
spirits  and  infirmities."  Agents  of  the  Possible  — 
that's  us.   Not  because  by  nature  we  are  buoyant  or 
optimistic,  but  because  by  the  grace  of  God  we  know 
that  no  person,  no  problem,  no  society  need  stay  the 
way  it  is . 

Agents  of  the  Possible  is  another  way  of  saying 
Agents  of  God,  for  it  is  God  who  makes  the  possible 
happen. 
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CLOSING  PRAYER 

Endow  u&,   0  God,  botth  what  we  need 
to  awaken  hope.  In  otheiA . 

Move  oua  attention  fafiom  tktng&  to  people, 
and  ^norn  people  ah  they  ojie 
to  the  people  that  they  yet  may  be. 

Through  JeAuA  Ch/vut  ou/i  LoKd. 

Amen. 
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